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Abstract 
The ability of organizational members to identify and analyse stakeholder opinion is critical 
to the management of corporate reputation. In spite of the significance of these abilities to 
corporate reputation management, there has been little effort to document and describe 
internal organizational influences on such capacities. This ethnographic study conducted in 
Red Cross Queensland explores how cultural knowledge structures derived from shared 
values and assumptions among organizational members influence their conceptualisations of 
organizational reputation. Specifically, this study explores how a central attribute of 
organizational culture- the property of cultural selection- influences perceptions of 
organizational reputation held by organizational members. We argue that these perceptions 
are the result of collective processes that synthesise (with varying degrees of consensus) 
member conceptualisations, interpretations, and representations of environmental realities in 
which their organization operates. Findings and implications for organizational action 
suggest that while external indicators of organizational reputation are acknowledged by 
members as significant, the internal influence of organizational culture is a far stronger 
influence on organizational action.  
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1. Introduction 
Corporate reputations reflect collective views about an organization or an overall assessment 
of an organization by stakeholders (Cornelissen, 2011). The collective nature of reputation 
reflects an aggregate of views held by multiple stakeholders about an organization (Fombrun, 
Gardberg, & Sever, 2000, p. 242). Lange, Lee and Dai (2011) argue organizational reputation 
is "an objective reality for the organization, even though it is held and subjectively created by 
outside observers” (p. 178). So while much of the focus of reputation is on the synthesis of 
organizational stakeholders’ collective opinions and attitudes expressed about the 
organization  (Post & Griffin, 1997), the construct of a reputation is more so founded 
internally, in “the sense making experiences of employees” (van Riel & Fombrun, 2007, p. 
57) 
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The concept of organizational identity "represents insider's perceptions and beliefs about 
what distinguishes their organization from others and can provide foundations for presenting 
images of the organization to outsiders” (Corley, 2004, p. 1146).  Organizational identity is 
defined as “self-descriptors/identity claims used by an organization for purposes of 
specifying what is most central to the organization that is also most enduring (continuous) 
and/or most distinctive about the  organization” (Whetten & Mackey, 2002, p. 410).   
 
This approach to identity highlights the need to understand the role of culture - a group's 
shared and socially transmitted beliefs and values – in shaping member understanding of and 
actions towards the environment. Hatch and Schultz Hatch and Schultz (1997) argue aligning 
internal organizational member perceptions and externally held beliefs about an organization 
is important. In a sociocultural context, when the role of public relations in set in the 
management of organizational social ecology, it follows that exploration of reputation is set 
in the context of understanding how the cultural system influences employee 
conceptualisations of organizational reputation through the property of cultural selection.  
Organizations operate as social collectives or as dynamic systems of organizational members 
who communicate purposefully with influential stakeholders to ultimately achieve 
organizational goals (Keyton, 2005). This dynamic system is best understood as a 
“sociocultural” system responsive to an environment through exchanges of information and 
energy (Everett, 1994). The exploration of how organizational culture shapes these sense 
making experiences has not been systematically addressed in the literature. A cultural 
perspective on this problem is organized around the view that organizational culture is a 
system of social knowledge that is shared among organizational members and transmitted by 
members across time (Everett, 2001; Schein, 1984).  
 
2. The culture concept 
The concept of culture developed among cultural anthropologists carries a lengthy 
intellectual tradition and grounding theory for understanding and interpreting human action 
including definitions and actions towards their environments (e.g., see Steward, 1955; Sutton 
& Anderson, 2004). In this body of work, culture is viewed as a system of shared meaning, 
values and beliefs, shared, socially transmitted over time among a particular social group 
(Bates, 2001; Durham, 1991; Geertz, 1973; Keesing, 1981; Keyton, 2005).  While definitions 
of central concepts and applications differ in the work on culture (Sackmann, 1992), in 
keeping with the anthropological tradition, the culture concept is employed in this study as a 
grounding and orientating force for interpretation that underpins human understanding, 
definitions and actions towards the environment (Hatch, 1993; Milton, 1997). The historically 
given and socially transmitted nature of cultural knowledge is highlighted by Geertz (1973), 
who argues that the culture concept “denotes an historically transmitted pattern of meanings 
embodied in symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by 
means of which men (sic) communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and 
attitudes towards life” (p. 89). 
 
Culture shapes group members behaviour, collective action, and meaning, and gives direction 
to their work lives (Durham, 1991; Milton, 1996; Norlin, Chess, Dale, & Smith, 2003). 
Culture acts as a sensemaking influence for group members to guide the reality of the 
situation (D'Andrade, 1984). Durham (1991) refers to culture as a pool of information that is 
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prescriptive and socially shared.  Operating as a learned system of shared knowledge culture 
assists members of a society to relate and cope with their environment (Bates, 2001).  Shared 
knowledge informs cultural assumptions that operate “as general expectations that provide 
possible responses to a situation, responses that reflect and embody cultural values” (Hatch, 
1993, p. 664). The mediating influence of culture takes place in the form of cognitive criteria 
to constrain or endorse behaviours related to environmental variables (Dil, 1980; Durham, 
1991; Everett, 1993, 1996; Milton, 1996). The instructional role of culture acting as criteria 
provides insight into diversity of human behavioural customs (Durham, 1991). This view is 
articulated by Goodenough (2003):  
 
Culture consists of (i) criteria for categorizing phenomena as meaningful stimuli, (ii) 
criteria for deciding what can be, (iii) criteria for deciding how one feels about things 
(preferences and values), (iv) criteria for deciding what to do about things, v) criteria 
for deciding how to go about doing things, and (vi) the skills needed to perform 
acceptably (p. 6). 
 
Managerial assumptions of environmental reality shape what mangers value (Doty, 
Bhattacharya, Wheatley, & Sutcliffe, 2006; Georg & Fussel, 2000; Hatch, 1993). This 
shaping process, Hatch (1993) suggests, “occurs through the processes of proactive 
manifestation through which assumptions provide expectations that influence perceptions, 
thoughts, and feelings are then experienced as reflecting the world and the organization” (p. 
662).  Shaping, interpretation, and environmental understanding all occur through internal 
processes to refine environmental information.  
 
Harris (1994) suggests sense making is facilitated through knowledge structures of schemas. 
Schemas are organized expressions of experience that serve as a frame of reference for action 
(Weick, 1979) or act as a mechanism to shape and simplify cognition (Di Maggio, 1997). 
Knowledge structures are cognitive schemas that act to instruct or bias individual’s 
interpretation and understanding of environmental information (Harris, 1994). As cognitive 
structures, people use schemas to both understand and attribute meaning to events 
(Sackmann, 1991; Walsh, 1995). Weick (1979) asserts that although there is this great focus 
by management on the environment (he refers to enormous amount of talk, socialising, 
consensus building and vicarious learning that goes on …(p. 151)), the outcome is that 
managers often remain ignorant or they have little real understanding of the environment 
(Weick, 1979). Managers’ role as organizational decision makers mediating environmental 
information is highlighted by Weick (1979) who suggests “reality as perceived by the 
members becomes more the source of Selection within the organization” (p. 125). 
Environmental understanding or the ‘reality’ of the organizational environment is therefore 
“selectively perceived, rearranged cognitively, and negotiated interpersonally” (Weick, 1979, 
p.164).  
 
3. Culture as criterion – cultural selection 
Culture working as a set of selective criteria that act on the collective pool of member 
understandings constitutes what Durham (1991) terms “cultural selection”-- the capacity of 
the cultural system to influence the nature of its own evolution. Cultural selection is defined 
as “the differential social transmission of cultural variants through human decision-making or 
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simply as “preservation by preference” (Durham, 1991, p. 198). The identification and 
description of variation of environmental information required to formulate an ‘appropriate’ 
communication response is subject to a series of interpretations by organizational members: 
 
Variations in information are filtered through members' perceptions and incorporated 
into their interpretations and understandings. Organizational members must act on the 
information they glean from typically incomplete searches of their environments.  
Selection processes change the information that people act upon, including changes in 
communication technologies and improvements in recording, storing, and retrieving 
information (Aldrich, 1999, p. 29).  
 
This filtering implicates the action of culture in mediating  the relationship between humans 
and their environment (Milton, 1996). In organizations, “selection processes operate by 
affecting the information and resources available to people, workgroups, organizations, and 
populations” (Aldrich, 1999, p. 29). The outcome of cultural selection is a “differential social 
transmission of cultural variants through human decision making” (Durham, 1991, p. 188), or  
more simply, “preservation by preference” (Durham, 1991, p. 199). The cultural variants act 
to bias change towards their environment so that the change ‘fits’ within the “existing web of 
local meanings (Durham, 1992, p.204). As cultural selection is an outcome of human 
decision making,  it brings the role of human beings as decision makers into focus (Durham, 
1991). In summary, it is through cultural selection that organizational members can be 
‘situated in’ and interact with their environment through negotiated meanings (Milton, 1996).  
 
The transmission of cultural information (or units) among members involves a “comparative 
evaluation of variants according to their consequences” (Durham, 1990, p. 199). To facilitate 
the transmission of culture, Durham (1991) refers to culture as units of information as 
‘memes’ that are symbolically coded and transmitted over space and time. Cultural selection 
describes the action of processes by which cultural systems develop and continue, and is 
offered as a key mechanism for development and maintenance of the set of beliefs and values 
that characterise a culture (Durham, 1991). Durham (1991) uses the term “self-selection” to 
describe the influence of cultural elements on the human decision making system.  Selective 
transmission indicates that members actively select information by choice or imposition 
(Durham, 1991). 
 
At the relatively less constrained end is “selection by choice” or simply “choice”, the 
preservation of allomemes through election or free decision making by individuals or groups 
(free that is within the cultural constraints of mental habit and existing technology). At the 
other end is “selection by imposition” or simple “imposition” the preservation of allomemes 
by compliance with the decisions of others (Durham, 1991, p. 198).   Durham argues that 
member evaluations of memetic variance are an essential part of cultural selection during a 
social process. Everett (2002) contends that it is during collective rather than individual 
processes that cultural material is influential in selection processes. This view supports 
Weick’s (1979) notion that selection pressures in organizations are the outcome of “schemes 
of interpretation and specific interpretations” (p. 131).  
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Schwartzman (1993) recognises the importance of understanding the significance of the 
cultural units that informants create for themselves. He argues that to achieve this 
understanding, ethnographers must understand and work within native cultural systems.   
The role of cultural selection as a mechanism that influences organizing leads to the key 
research question guiding this study:  what is the role of cultural selection in the development 
and maintenance of organizational member perceptions of organizational reputation?  
 
4. Theoretical perspective and ontological considerations 
An interpretive perspective provides context for the research design of this study and the use 
of ethnography as its central method (Crotty, 1998). An interpretive approach to 
understanding and investigating the social world provides a conceptual framework in which 
reality is known to the researcher by identifying and describing socially constructed meanings 
(Snape & Spencer, 2003). In interpretive research, meaning is disclosed, discovered, and 
experienced (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998).  The meanings are grounded in subjective, socially 
constructed contexts informed by the social world of the participant. An interpretivist 
orientation acknowledges the traditions of anthropological studies and approaches common to 
exploring the social influences of how people construct meaning in natural settings (Neuman, 
2003). The task for an ethnographer then, “is not to determine the truth but to reveal the 
multiple truths apparent in others lives” (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 3). 
 
Epistemology is concerned with ways of knowing and learning about social worlds and the 
basis of truth in those worlds (Grbich, 2007; Willis, 2007). The epistemological perspective 
taken in this study recognises the socially constructed nature of the “reality” of data and 
influence of the researcher’s worldviews and known pre-existing theories, following the 
tenants of realism whereby reality exists independent of our beliefs and understanding 
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003).  
 
5. Research design: organizational ethnography 
Ethnographic enquiry seeks to discover meanings and perceptions of people in a social 
collective and interpret their understandings in the context of their world view (Crotty, 1998).  
An ethnographic account details selected aspects of a culture in written form (van Maanen, 
1978). As a basic form of social research, ethnography offers social researchers the 
opportunity to study small-scale settings focusing on participants in everyday contexts and 
involves data from a range of sources (Hammersley, 1990).  
 
Ethnography features “up-close involvement of the researcher in some form of participative 
role in the natural everyday setting to be studied” (Stewart, 1998, p. 6). An ethnography 
encompasses a set of methods that involve a researcher (ethnographer) participating in 
people’s lives for an extended period with the aim to make sense of their world (Hammersley 
& Atkinson, 1995, 2007). The researcher is the instrument, who, coupled with the 
experiences of participants, seeks to synthesise “disparate observations to create a holistic 
construct of ‘culture’ or ‘society’” (Stewart, 1998, p. 6). This is an appropriate approach for 
this study as identification and description of culture is a primary goal (Hammersley & 
Atkinson, 1995; Mitchell, 2007). 
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An organizational ethnography is defined as an ethnographic study of an organization and its 
organizing processes (Ybema, Yanow, Wels, & Kamsteeg, 2009). It differs from traditional 
ethnography as people in a setting are organized around prescriptive goals and formalised 
rules governing status, relationships and behaviours within the context of the setting (Rosen, 
1991).  Organizations can be conceptualised as “hermetically sealed worlds” (Rosen, 1991, p. 
4) and place demands on members to suspend their social awareness and adopt organizational 
relatedness (Rosen, 1991 citing Spooner, 1983). This differs from a normal “social 
community” as organizations have formalised roles defined by the organization–member 
roles, functions, and status that act independently of the social environment. Relationships 
within an organization are somewhat artificial, organized around the purpose of the firm 
(Rosen, 1991).   
 
Organizational ethnographies are designed to discover, explain, and give some order to 
observable phenomena and social processes that characterise organizational behaviours (van 
Maanen, Sorensen, & Mitchell, 2007). Ybema et al. (2009) identified seven distinguishing 
properties of interpretive organizational ethnography. These are firsthand accounts using 
combined fieldwork methods, the uncovering of complex dimensions of power and emotion, 
context sensitive actor centered analysis, meaning making, multivocality and reflexivity, and 
positionality.  
 
6. Ethnography in public relations research 
Organizational ethnography is suitable for theory building in public relations due to its role in 
both change and managing organization-environment relationships (Everett, 1990). The value 
of ethnography as a method in public relations centres on the ability to gain critical insights 
into the value of practice and discourse surrounding public relations practice and its 
contribution to new theoretical directions (Daymon & Hodges, 2009; L'Etang, 2010, 2011; 
L'Etang, Hodges, & Pieczka, 2010; Sriramesh, 1992b). While not widely embraced in public 
relations, studies using ethnography have been tentative (Daymon & Holloway, 2011; 
L'Etang, 2010, 2011) for example, exploring contexts, practices and concepts. These include 
Daymon and Hodges (2009) who explored public relations practice in Mexico City, while 
Sriramesh (1992a, 1992b, 1996) analysed public relations activities in Indian organizations. 
Palenchar, Heath, and Dunn (2005) undertook an ethnography to investigate risk 
communication while Moffitt (1992) used ethnography to conceptualise a public and 
challenge the institutional paradigm of public relations to gain insights into notions of 
meaning and audience. Everett (1990) integrated organizational ethnography with ecological 
public relations with a study of a non profit organization. Public relations scholars are 
increasingly urged to engage with ethnography as a research tool to deepen understanding of 
public relations practice (L'Etang, 2006, 2010, 2011)  
 
7. The research setting: Red Cross Queensland  
The primary setting for this research is Red Cross Queensland (RCQ), a state based divisional 
unit of Australian Red Cross. Red Cross was established in Australia in 1914 during the First 
World War and has evolved to become one of Australia’s leading humanitarian and disaster 
response organizations. Like many contemporary organizations, the natural boundaries of 
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RCQ were not clearly defined. As the corporate structure of Australian Red Cross reflected a 
hierarchical, bureaucratic organization with a decentralised structure (Robbins & Barnwell, 
2006), a multi-sited research design was conceptualised to respond to this structure and what 
Marcus (1995) articulates as the “argument of ethnography” (p. 105); that is a multi-sited 
study logically designed around paths, processes and physical locations of associations.  
 
Falzone (2009) suggests the essence of multi-sited ethnographies is following “people, 
connections, associations, and relationships across space” (p. 2). Mitchell (2007) describes 
this as a shift in ethnographic research, as multisite ethnographies follow “processes in 
motion” (p. 64), and relies on the creative ability of the ethnographer to establish links and 
commonalities of a phenomenon (Marcus, 1998). Marcus (1998) supports ethnographic 
research designs examining “the circulation of cultural meanings, objects and identities in 
diffuse time-space” (p. 80).  
 
Vayda’s (1983) progressive contextualisation provides a similar holistic approach by 
focusing on people performing activities and following the relationships of interaction rather 
than being bounded by a previously defined system. Progressive contextualisation places the 
case studied in a wider context to thereby, also understand the wider context, not simply to 
compare (Platt, 2007). While the primary site of this study was RCQ, contextualising cases of 
South Australia Red Cross and the National Communication Directorate were built to provide 
a deeper understanding of the primary case site.  
 
 
8. Reflexivity as researcher perspective 
The framing of the principle researcher’s  role as a known investigator follows Lofland, 
Snow, Anderson, and Lofland (2006) characterisation as an “outsider” participant researcher, 
where “fieldworkers learn to use themselves as the principal and most reliable instrument of 
observation, selection, coordination and interpretation” (Sanday, 1979, p. 528). Reflexivity 
and context remain central to the researcher’s perspective of the research project. As 
Rabinow (1977) states: 
 
Culture is interpretation. The “facts” of anthropology, the material which the 
anthropologist has gone to the field to find, are already themselves interpretations. 
The baseline data is already culturally mediated by the people whose culture, we, as 
anthropologists, have come to explore. (p. 150) 
 
The whole purpose of an ethnography is to capture culture or what Hammersley (1990) 
describes as a native view of reality, “…we have no access to an independent reality: all we 
have are interpretations, and the ethnographers account is just as much an interpretation as 
are those of the people that he or she is studying” (p. 14). Geertz (1973) identifies this as 
anthropological absorption to capture meaning, hence “the degree to which its meaning varies 
according to the pattern of life by which it is informed” (p. 14).  
 
Rabinow (1977) suggests that because both the researcher and the informants live in a 
culturally mediated world, they are both immersed in self-created “webs of signification” 
(citing Jameson, 1972) they themselves have spun (p. 151). He argues, “there is no privileged 
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position, no absolute perspective, and no valid way to eliminate consciousness from our 
activities or those of others” (Rabinow, 1977, p. 151).  A non-judgmental orientation assists 
researchers to explore new directions, increase data validity and avoids data contamination 
(Fetterman, 1998).  Acknowledging personal beliefs and being explicit in noting these in field 
notes identified personal biases held by the researcher. This follows Fetterman (1998) who 
suggests, “making them explicit and ...trying to view another culture’s practices impartially” 
(p. 23). Rabinow (1977) puts this more succinctly, when he reflects on the experiences shared 
in the field: 
 
As time wears on, anthropologist and informant share a stock of experiences upon 
which they hope to rely with less self-reflection in the future. The common 
understanding they construct is fragile and thin, but it is upon this shaky ground that 
anthropological inquiry proceeds. (p. 39) 
 
9. Data sampling and sources 
Sampling within ethnographic cases occurs along the major dimensions of time, people and 
context (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). This responds to the need to understand the 
complexities of the empirical social world (Jeffrey & Troman, 2004). While an ideal time to 
spend in the field has not been clearly established (Jeffrey & Troman, 2004), many authors 
describe a period from three months to two years for an ethnographic study depending on the 
research design (Fetterman, 1998; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Wolcott, 1994). The time 
mode in this study is characterised as a selective intermittent, where a flexible approach to 
site visit frequency was taken (Jeffrey & Troman, 2004).  Data were collected over an 18-
month period from January 2008 to June 2009 by the first author as part of her doctoral study. 
Confirmation and member checking was undertaken until July 2010. Table 1 summarises the 
time spent in the primary site and the two contextualising sites. This approach allowed for a 
progressive narrowing of phenomena and opportunity to increase the depth and richness of 
data by capturing both the routine of daily organizational life and periods of intense 
organizational activity, and special events and rituals (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; 
Jeffrey & Troman, 2004).  
 
Table 1: Summary of time spent in primary and secondary sites. 
 
Time  Activity 
Jan to Oct 2007  Negotiating access  
Jan to Mar 2008 296 h Observation and interviews – primary site 
Apr 2008 96 h Observation and interviews – secondary site 1 
May to Jul  2008 278 h Observation and interviews – primary site 
 25 h Interviews - secondary site 2 
Jul to Dec 2008 63 h Observation (intermittent) and interviews 
(checking and confirming) -  primary site   
Jan to Jun 2009  20 h Intermittent observation (event based) and 
interviews -  primary site  
Oct 2009 4 h Member checking  - secondary site 
May and Jul 2010 5 h Member checking - primary site 
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Organizations by nature are formalised in terms of role, position, power and authority 
(Robbins & Barnwell, 2006). Sampling related directly to formal positions identified on 
published organizational charts and included senior management roles, team leaders, and 
general members of a department deemed responsible for communication and reputation 
management functions in the organization (such as the marketing, fundraising and 
communication unit). This follows what Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) identify as 
demographic criteria, where persons were sampled by categories, or judgement sampling 
where researchers rely on their knowledge of the organization and positions to select the most 
appropriate people (Fetterman, 1998). 
 
The prime sources of data focussed on the words, paragraphs and actions (observations) of 
the members organized around direct experience, social action, talk and supplementary data 
(Lofland, et al., 2006). To achieve this, this study followed qualitative traditional approaches 
for data collection: “participant observation (experiencing), interviewing (enquiring) and 
studying materials prepared by others (examining)” (Wolcott, 1994, p. 10). 
 
Observation as a source of data assumed the observed were an expression of cultural systems 
within the organization (Fetterman, 1998; Schein, 1984). Ybema et al. (2009) note successful 
observation requires close attention to detail at events and interactions, and provides 
contextualisation (Elliott & Jankel-Elliott, 2003). In seeking cultural information within 
organizations, “observations of manifestations such as artifacts and behaviours can therefore 
be used as sources of data to ‘triangulate’ with information obtained about cognitive 
components” (Sackmann, 1992, p. 140). Settings selected for observation included scenes 
where the researcher anticipated that decision and sense-making would occur (Hammersley 
& Atkinson, 1995). These settings included unit and senior management meetings, team 
leader and staff meetings, and workshops or meetings attended by external staff.  
 
Fifty-one interviews were undertaken with identified staff members (members) across the 
three sites. Non-directive questions or semi structured questions were used to stimulate 
discussion in key areas (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995) with the aim to uncover the 
participant’s perspectives and understand their meanings of their daily activities (Marshall & 
Rossman, 1999). A semi-structured framework in the form of an interview guide was 
combined with a hermeneutic approach to allow questions to be added as the researcher’s 
knowledge increased with each interview (Nichter et al., 2004). Although this type of 
interview yielded much irrelevant extraneous data, Cavana et al., (2000) suggests this 
approach is advantaged by its lack of bias and true reflection of the situation of study. 
 
10. Quality of the approach  
Ethnographic research claims validity as a major strength due to the researcher being in the 
setting with informant interviewing and participant observations offering a closeness to 
setting, categories and participants’ empirical reality (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). Maxwell 
(2002) refers to validity as not inherent to a particular method, but to the data, accounts and 
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conclusions reached by using the method. Lofland et al. (2006) argues while naturalistic 
investigation has fewer problems with validity than studies that rely on indirect observation. 
They note truth corresponds to “an accurate, factual depiction of the observed events and 
behaviours, both verbal and nonverbal” (Lofland et al., 2006, p. 90). Trustworthiness was 
managed in this research by using multiple sources of evidence to address discover and 
confirm constructs as they emerged from the setting. 
 
Internal validity was addressed through identifying the influence of time on the stability of 
concepts by maintaining contact with the setting over an 18-month period. Independent 
sources and triangulation of data were sought to clarify data and emergent themes to control 
these distortions (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). Descriptive validity was addressed by having 
interview transcripts professionally transcribed and case reports having a clear chain of 
evidence, member checking, and detailed record keeping.  
 
Reliability in ethnographic research is complicated by a lack of standardised controls 
common to other types of research as it focuses on participant observation in natural settings 
with the purpose of exploring unique phenomena that may not be able to be replicated 
(LeCompte & Goetz, 1982). Constraints relating to external reliability were addressed 
through responding explicitly to the five major problems of reliability (LeCompte & Goetz, 
1982), including recognising researcher status, mechanically recording data and maintaining 
highly detailed evidence in records, having a range of informant choices, social situations and 
conditions, and having sound analytic constructs and adherence to methods of data collection 
and analysis.  
 
11. Ethical considerations  
Ethical issues in ethnographic research extend to every stage of the research program 
(Fetterman, 1998). Ethnographers delve into participants’ secrets, rituals, and frustrations, 
therefore ethics must preserve “the participants’ rights, facilitates communication in the field 
and leaves the door open for further research” (Fetterman, 1998, p. 129). Lofland et al. (2006) 
suggest researchers are challenged by feelings of deception and disclosure. These challenges 
are essentially ethical ones as they relate to managing the relationship of observer-participant. 
Making the researcher role explicit in this study was one step to address this, however being 
witness to very personal situations in the workplace continued to provide challenges when 
writing the account and needing to balance the truthfulness of the observation with the 
researcher’s commitment to privacy of participants. 
 
12. Ethnoecology: data analysis and reduction 
Ethnoecology is the study of what local people know, classify, and how they use the 
knowledge of their environment (Sutton & Anderson, 2010). Focusing on relationships 
between an organization and its environment, ethnoecology “seeks to provide an 
understanding of the systems of knowledge that local people have” (Gragson & Blount, 1999, 
p. ix). Ethnoecology is therefore concerned with understanding the conceptual worlds of 
participants:  
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understanding people’s own perceptions and interpretations of the world, partly in 
their own right, as diverse cultures, and partly because they form the appropriate 
context in which to analyse people’s actions and decision making processes... the 
focus on people’s own conceptual models of the world. (Milton, 1997, p. 484) 
 
The analytical approach of the study is based on the concept of ethnoecology as a means of 
identifying cultural units operating in selection processes. 
 
Data reduction is not a linear process in ethnographic enquiry but rather it follows the 
iterative stages of transforming data through description, analysis and interpretation (Wolcott, 
1994, 2009). In the first stage of description, fieldwork observation data were documented in 
journals and all recorded interviews were transcribed as they were undertaken. Observations 
were further reduced by memo writing (Glaser, 1998) either in the field after directly 
witnessing an event, after a series of observations, and at the end of each observation day. 
Concept maps were also developed and refined as themes emerged and shifted with more 
data. Memo and data sorting (reducing) were guided by the data’s key emergent properties 
(Glaser, 1998), with an analytical goal to allow the unique patterns of the case to emerge 
(Denzin, 2002). The analytical goal for this stage was to identify concepts that represent the 
cultural subsystems or schemas - representing collective cultural material or patterns of how 
collective beliefs of organizational members operated as cultural criteria - acting as collective 
selection biases on enacted materials.  
 
Analysis began by reading, identifying and categorising codes suggested by the data rather 
than being imposed from the literature (Lansisalmi, Peiro, & Kivimake, 2004). Coding was 
operationalised as nodes, managed and stored by computed assisted qualitative data analysis 
software NVivo 7/8/9. Richard’s (2005) three stage coding process aligns with Wolcott’s 
(1994) three stages of transforming data (description, analysis and interpretation). Descriptive 
coding was the first level of analysis and identified the cases and attributes of the data 
including position, department, location, gender, age, qualifications, and length of time 
working at RC.  Topic coding initially labelled expressions, sentences, and paragraphs into 
topics. This approach allowed the identification of topics that were being discussed or themes 
and categories that emerged from the data (Richards, 2005). 
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Fig 1: Organizational members’ perceptions of the organization’s identity. 
 
 
Pratt (1994) identifies the importance of classificatory schemas derived from observations 
rather than preordained models. The use of knowledge structures and schemas representing 
members’ shared cultural knowledge in RCQ provided a conceptual foundation to explore the 
role of the cultural subsystem in the selection process on the development of strategic 
communication and perceptions of reputation. This was achieved by examining participant’s 
cultural knowledge structures through contextualising comparative data. The first phase of 
analysis identified knowledge structures. Knowledge structures depicted in Fig.1 operate to 
organize other cultural knowledge structures into a coherent selection system, and therefore 
are fundamental to identification of a cultural selection system operating in the selection 
process (Everett, 2003). 
 
Organizational member perceptions of reputation were consistently demonstrated by 
universal recall of the logo’s symbols, missions, public principles, and identification as a 
complex disaster response organization. Within this body of knowledge, a strong theme of 
public respect, high levels of esteem and being a ‘serious’ organization emerged. There was 
also recognition among members that as a crisis and disaster based organization, it needed to 
have flexibility (also described as being disorganized by some, or fluid by others) with staff 
and policy to allow rapid deployment to crisis situations confirmed by the humanitarian 
organization status. 
 
13. Cultural selection in a large humanitarian organization – the case of reputation 
Three schemas provided structure to the cultural propositions operating on employee 
perceptions of reputation. The schema organized criteria into a coherent cultural system and 
thus represent tightly coupled knowledge structures that meet Durham’s (1991) classification 
of cultural units, being historically present over time, socially transmitted, and used in a way 
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to guide behaviours. According to Durham (1991), these units are learned and shared systems 
of knowledge and beliefs, and are socially transmitted over time. The three schemas represent 
core themes of coherent knowledge systems found to collectively act as criteria to guide 
selection in the selection process. Selection criteria were identified as units that were socially 
transmitted, had historical presence, and acted to inform or guide behaviour (Durham, 1991). 
The three coherent systems included criteria around being iconic; criteria around an internal 
focus; and criteria around being flexible and fluid, will be discussed in the following sections.  
 
13.1. Iconic 
The first criterion of being iconic meant that RC was viewed by members as iconic and very 
important. A well-cited mantra by staff was about RC being one of the world’s most 
recognisable, trusted brands. “We are up there with McDonalds and Coca Cola” (MQ1). Staff 
also recognised that the RC brand was “worth millions” and this is something that needs to be 
cared for and nurtured: 
 
Red Cross is one of those very few iconic, high quality brands in the world ... So it’s 
trusted, it’s recognised and galvanises people into action. (MQ8) 
 
you can fall back on the line that we’ve always been there and we always will be 
there. It has cut through ... people do know and trust Red Cross. (MQ1) 
 
it really does help to work for an organization that you can feel proud of working ... 
that does good stuff. So that’s probably one of the saving graces of Red Cross ... This 
is an amazing place. (MQ3) 
 
Members reported RC was viewed by stakeholders as being associated with three core 
streams of business in which they enjoyed a strong reputation for performance: disasters, 
blood service, and international humanitarian work. The association of RC with disasters 
built on member’s sense of being altruistic, helping people and being in the “thick” of the 
action. RC’s involvement in international work was regarded as exciting and received most of 
the public notoriety. The association with Red Cross Blood Services did not excite members 
as they saw this as a different organization doing different work with a different funding 
model. There was a shared view that RC did so much more that was not recognised:  
 
Disaster and blood is usually what they say about what we do, but people’s 
perceptions are of a very capable, large global organization that can turn up in the 
worst circumstances. (EQ4) 
 
Some people know [what Red Cross really does], lots of people might think they do ... 
the blood thing. We’re often confused with blood services. (MQ3) 
 
Recognising RC was known as a disaster and blood service was frustrating however this was 
regarded as unimportant as the organization enjoyed unprecedented brand awareness and this 
was considered by members as adequate. A higher level of concern was expressed that 
external audiences did not fully understand the scope and complexity of what RC really does, 
and this was a failing of RC in Australia. 
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 because there is no consistent communication strategy for all of the service areas ...  
 … Because there is such a wide variety of services, there is no clear distinction. 
 People can’t tie in with it ... we are just all over the place. (MQ3) 
 
There was a dominant view that RC’s work could not be neatly packaged into clear, distinct 
areas like their competitors such as World Vision and the Salvation Army. The consequence 
for reputation meant that there was a high level of complexity and challenges around 
communication with external audiences: 
 
 
We have such a strong level of infiltration about the brand recognition, but we have a 
low level of recognition about what we actually do. Our challenge is that everyone 
knows about us but doesn’t have a clue what we do. (EQ5) 
 
.. people don’t really understand what we do… and it is an increasingly complex 
message to communicate in an increasingly complex not-for-profit environment. It is 
an exceptionally complex organization. (MQ10) 
 
With this sentiment came an underlying concern that there is a lack of maintenance or effort 
to maintain this positioning, and almost a sense of resting on their laurels from just being 
called “Red Cross” and concerns that RC did not leverage the opportunities offered by the 
strong brand recognition: 
 
[Red Cross is] internationally recognised and people don’t really ask a lot of questions 
when the Red Cross is calling, that they [Red Cross] are riding on that for a while... 
they think it is so good that they don’t need to fix their image. (MQ2) 
 
The discrepancy in the strengths of the RC brand and its direct effect on fundraising efforts 
was of some concern to more senior managers, but this was expressed more as bewilderment 
and an outcome of the capacity of the communication effort:  
 
If you look at the brand recognition, we are in the 90s. ...We are almost twice as 
recognised as anyone else in the sector and you look at our fundraising, we come in at 
about 30th. (EQ4) 
 
The failure to capitalise by RC as one of the world’s most recognisable brands and yet only 
being very mediocre in raising money was a shared view by members, however few 
expressed any concern that any corrective action was needed. Generally this was accepted as 
RC's current positioning in the not-for-profit landscape. Given the importance and 
recognition of strength of the brand, one of the biggest risks articulated for RC was anything 
that impacted or damaged the brand.  
 
The brand is quite helpful because people who don’t know anything else are likely to 
see Red Cross as a reputable, credible humanitarian organization with history. That’s 
quite powerful for us. We don’t have to work on creating that perception. It’s out 
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there. We have to make sure we don’t do anything to destroy that perception. What 
we do do needs to enhance that perception. (EQ2) 
 
RC did not have a dedicated issues management function as described by Heath (1997). 
There was a shared view that community expectation played a role in this but there was little 
analysis of public opinion sentiment about RC or understanding of the public expectations. 
There was a view that RC will be visible and active in any disaster situation:  
 
the main risk for the organization and with the sort of public claim and the public 
esteem that an organization like RC has, is that we have to be there amidst the central 
challenges in the community. If you have got a brand profile, like we do ... “Wherever 
you are, whoever you are, we’re there to help. We’re there to help people with the 
greatest needs. No matter what the circumstances, what the barriers are, we will get 
through. We will help you,”... (EQ4) 
 
The competitive landscape of not-for-profits has previously been identified as being cluttered. 
Some members expressed a frustration that RC was playing by, or competing with, different 
rules. In their view, some of their competitors were not doing the “right thing” in terms of 
marketing communications, and that they, for example, were capitalising on 'misery'. There 
was a shared recognition they were competing with other not-for-profits for the same 
fundraising dollar and many of them had an advantage either because they had a more 
simplified product or they used advertising techniques that were not appropriate for RC to 
use: 
 
Flashy is not the way that we want to do it. We don’t want to grandstand. I do have 
some discomfort with [competitor A name] campaign. Wonderful targeting of a key 
issue, wonderful beating the drum ... I can almost hear [competitor A name] rubbing 
their hands together thinking all the money they are going to get because it’s a 
fashionable issue. (EQ4) 
 
[competitor B name]  raised $50 million, we got $150 million. I saw that as a real 
warning shock across our bow. Here’s an organization [competitor B name]  that’s 
come from nowhere and doing one thing in particular to raise $50 million and being 
high profile in the public. We should have raised three times the amount this time 
[that we actually did] ... (EQ3) 
 
There was clearly an emerging tension between what members saw as a product driven 
organization versus a human services or social values model driven by collaboration and 
conversations. The tension that members felt RC was becoming product driven and losing the 
ability to collaboratively work with a group to provide a service while other members viewed 
it as losing the visioning or creative process needed to meet the changing needs of its social 
environment: 
 
we’re product driven – rather than being like [competitor C name] ... who generally 
'market' – what you get the sense of is an approach and a really respectful approach of 
people and their issues, you don’t get that here ... Even the Red Cross’s care 
commitment stuff is really not about an approach. It’s about our products. (EQ3) 
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We have too many product management people – who are wedded to a product. 
(EQ7) 
 
The tension that was emerging characterised a competing view of a creative versus a 
marketing, or product-driven way of working. While these views were expressed as a concern 
broadly, views were particularly strong around RC’s brand and how it should maintain its 
reputation and prioritise its relationships with stakeholders. In this case, it was a belief that 
RC does need to get more organized, but there is a fear that it might be unable to maintain 
that balance of creative and more formalised ways of working. This was expressed as one of 
RC’s greatest challenges:  
 
That’s one of the key challenges for an organization growing, growing geographically 
in a dispersed way ... Any national organization which operates across the states has 
got the same challenge. How do you get the balance right between having likely 
responsive things plugged into the local community and do things right on the ground 
and have some coherence as an overall agency? That's the balance. (EQ4) 
 
 
13.2. Internal focus 
The second criterion of internal focus reflected a widely held view that while other 
stakeholders, audiences, and publics were identified, observations of work practices revealed 
that members were more concerned about meeting the needs of internal audiences more so 
than external audiences, specifically senior management. The internal focus was raised as a 
reputational risk voicing concern that RC was not aware of its social environment: 
 
Red Cross needs to pay more attention to its reputation with particular groups of 
people. We’re really arrogant about it. We’re in for a major kicking. It might not 
happen tomorrow or in the next five years but it’s going to happen because we’re 
fundamentally paying no attention to some people who we really ought to be and have 
been for the last five to ten years. We’ve dropped the ball. (EQ3) 
 
There was also a shared view that RC tends to focus much more on internal audiences than 
external audiences. While formal reporting and power relationships played a key role, 
members found the internal focus reflected in ways of working and influenced a lack of 
responsiveness to external audience needs: 
 
[Red Cross is] absolutely obsessed with itself. I mean that in the nicest possible way. I 
love the organization but if it spent more time looking outwards. The brand is a 
classic example of that. ... What we often end up having to do is make whatever it is 
we are doing, keep what we have got rather than say, “What do we need? Let’s 
actually develop something.” .... It’s internal, purely internal. (ES3) 
 
Red Cross is its own worst enemy. Everything is inward focussed. (N4)  
 
.. people [here] don’t see that. They are in a cocoon ... (MQ4) 
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The internal focus also translated to a lack of environmental scanning and acknowledging 
senior management as the key player in their social environment. While other stakeholders, 
audiences and publics were identified, observations of work practices revealed that members 
were more concerned about meeting the needs of internal audiences more so than external 
audiences, specifically senior management: 
 
is it [the communication message or piece] what (manager) would want you to say ... 
(MQ1) 
 
I have to be aware of what my manager’s thoughts are on it really. (MQ6) 
 
Overall there was a reflection by staff that although environmental scanning was recognised 
as important, due to the nature of the workload, the lack of resources, and a lack of value 
placed on systematising, it was not formally done. For most, the internal focus was directed at 
things like the principles, where it was attributed that the “organization” did not see the folly 
in their ways – but no analysis was undertaken that maybe this internal focus was having an 
impact: 
 
we tend to talk in Red Cross lingo. Forget sector lingo. We have got lingo all of our 
own ... the principles have organizational value in communicating them – they are 
inherent in brand, inherent in imagery ... And that is part of Red Cross wanting to talk 
its own language all the time and not communicate with people in a compelling way. 
(N2)  
 
13.3. Flexible and fluid  
 
The third criterion related to the need to be flexible. This shared view aligned with the 
organization defining itself as a crisis organization and in practice meant that being reactive 
was viewed as a way of working: 
 
It's exceedingly hard to set priorities because anything can become a priority at any 
time. (MQ8) 
 
in terms of communicating our priorities, I am led by the theme of the day.  ...it makes 
it very hard to be proactive and plan. (N2) 
 
Planning was acknowledged by members as something that "sometimes" happens.  
 
there’s no real strategic planning process [in communication]. Although it’d be argued 
there is. (N5) 
 
The reluctance to document a communication plan was associated with a mindset of having 
the ability to drop everything when a disaster hits. The role of the RC as a disaster response 
organization is an important part of working at RC and very much part of its reputation.  
18 
 
 
 
 
 
It’s [crisis response] core business and it gives a sense of urgency that often people 
don’t have at other times. It takes over from all other things. It gives people [staff] a 
purpose, a reason for being. (N5) 
 
A very different type of organization emerged when RCQ was activated to respond to a 
disaster. Some members believed that the conflation of the two roles of RC, one being a 
disaster response organization and the other dealing with the mundane but increasingly 
growing needs of vulnerable people, created two distinct or different organizations: 
 
It’s almost like there are two Red Crosses and the Red Cross that works at disaster 
level  ... And it works. Step outside of that scenario, it is completely different. ... it can 
range from at one end, a complete shambles, to the other end where we’ve got some 
very good, very efficient programs out. (N6)  
 
This difference created demands in both role and approaches to prioritising or managing 
work which created tension in terms of focusing on just “one thing” and also grieving for the 
excitement and freedom that normally comes with a crisis. The freedom meant staff needed 
to accommodate a flexible and fluid approach to their work  in non activation (non crisis 
response) times: 
 
When we go away to disaster, there’s an adrenaline rush associated with it but you are 
focussed. Whereas the rest of the time it’s like 'oh, for God’s sake we are doing what? 
Hiring out car seats in WA' ... We are way too unfocussed and diverse. (N2) 
 
regrettable in some ways... to a certain extent unavoidable. You don’t want [Red 
Cross] to be drifting and purposeless in the in-between times. You don’t want to see 
the extremes ... (N3) [The extremes referred to work undertaken during non 
activation] 
 
In summary, the three schemas of social knowledge; iconic, internal focus, and 
flexible and fluid, were socially transmitted, historically present and acted as criteria 
to inform or guide behaviour. 
 
14. Discussion and conclusion 
Reputation management requires an alignment of internal understanding and external 
expectations (Cornelissen, 2011) and results from mindful collective internal processes that 
interpret and analyse environmental equivocality or change (Weick, 1979; Weick & Sutcliffe, 
2001). The action of cognitive schemas acting as criteria in Selection processes has 
implications for reputation management.  
 
Member perceptions of RC as iconic recognises the significance of the RC brand and 
reputation as being trusted, important, and playing a significant role in disasters. Members 
cited the organization’s traditions as strongly contributing to the high reputation that RC 
enjoyed. With this came a feeling of dependability and a level of prestige because of the 
nature of humanitarian work. However, iconic also meant that although there was a shared 
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view by members that RC was not being proactive in managing or continuing to strengthen 
their reputation, paradoxically, they felt they were ineffective or ultimately not able to 
influence any part of RC's reputation because of its iconic status. For example, the view that 
RC was not achieving its donation benchmarks in the competitive environment resulted in 
frustration, but inaction. The view of RC being complex yet most services provided 
remaining unknown claimed a resolved frustration by members that it was not possible or 
important that these were known because the organization was Red Cross. 
 
Since member perceptions were internally focused, there was a widespread recognition  that 
while external stakeholders were identified, members were more concerned about meeting 
the needs of internal stakeholders. This linked closely to being Iconic acknowledging RC was 
in a place on its own. The internal focus had implications for the organization not being alert 
to external public opinion coupled with the potential to miss opportunities or issues in their 
environmental scanning. 
 
A strongly held view by members was that RC was primarily a crisis and disaster response 
organization and being flexible and fluid allowed RC to fulfil this role. The shared view the 
organization needs to remain flexible and fluid positioned members well for a high level of 
responsiveness during disasters and allowed RC to respond to what was most important. The 
reluctance to document communication planning allowed members to work on the priorities 
of the day and not be burdened by fixed or rigid approaches or priorities. The implications of 
this approach meant that opportunities were missed, resources for strategic communication 
activities were not identified, and generally marketing communication employees felt 
impotent in their ability to be proactive. 
 
In conclusion, the central claim of this study is that because of the guiding influence of 
cultural selection on the beliefs and values that constitute an organization’s culture, public 
relations activities and understandings are as likely to reflect the action of cultural selection 
as much as it reflects perceived imperatives of the environment. The implications of this 
study reinforce the value of a sociocultural perspective in which an understanding of 
organizational culture generally, and the action of related cultural selection criterion 
specifically, is fundamental to any effort to describe much less influence the social ecology of 
organizations (Johnston, 2011). With additional research in this area, we may well find that 
the historical emphasis on scanning and monitoring of environmental factors is a less 
essential task for effective public relations practice than a practitioner’s competency in the 
analysis of cultural processes within an organization. 
 
This study identifies the importance for public relations to understand the cultural criteria 
operating within the organization to determine what role these are playing in contributing to 
management perceptions of stakeholder views of the organization and subsequent responses. 
More importantly, the study contributes to understanding how organizational members are 
being influenced by these criteria operating on the sociocultural knowledge structures within 
organizations. Berger and Luckman (2004) contend that reality is socially constructed, so for 
public relations the social construction of essential knowledge, which is understanding the 
social environment so the organization can respond and adapt, is the cornerstone of practice. 
Organizations as a sociocultural system (system of knowledge), when linked to models of 
public relations, inform our understanding of the interplay between culture (Everett, 1993, 
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1996) and “underscores the importance of understanding the system of meaning and values 
through which people interpret the world and guide their actions” (Durham, 1991, p. 417).  
 
As a prelude to the work of this study, Brown and Starkey (1994) argued understanding 
culture enhances understanding of the management of information and communication in 
organizations. They state, “one needs to understand the culture of an organization to make 
sense of that organization’s way of managing its communication and their information 
outcomes” (p. 807). While the extant literatures in public relations tend to argue the 
organizational environment strongly influences communication decision making as the 
organization attempts to adapt to its environment (Broom, 2009; Dozier & Broom, 2006; 
Grunig, 1992; Grunig, Grunig  & Dozier, 2002; Lauzen, 1995; Lauzen & Dozier, 1992), 
Okura et al. (2009) argue the internal characteristics of an organization play a significant role 
in influencing public relations practitioners processes of environmental scanning and 
contribution to organizational decision making, and this study has furthered this argument in 
the context of identity and reputation management. 
 
McKie (2001) lamented nearly a decade ago that public relations theory remains isolated in 
its body of knowledge, networks and associations, particularly noting a lack of contribution 
from social sciences, including cultural anthropology. This study has responded to McKie’s 
challenge by drawing on social science, particularly cultural anthropology, to contribute to 
building discipline knowledge of the role of cultural criteria in one of the public relations 
discipline’s core responsibilities within practice; reputation management.  
 
This research offers three important implications for future research. First, further research to 
explore how employee perceptions translate into strategic communication is needed. Second, 
the use of ethnography employing progressive contextualisation, offers scholars the 
opportunity to gain deeper understanding of public relations practitioners practice beyond 
contexts and the cultural influences identified in this study. Finally, the Australian Red Cross 
underwent significant reform in July 2009. Returning to RCQ following the establishment 
and embedding of these organizational reforms to explore if the knowledge structures 
uncovered in the first study remain, would provide valuable understanding of the strength and 
durability of these cultural criteria operating as social knowledge over time. 
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